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“A Question of Momentous Consideration is Now Being
Agitated in this Territory”
Arkansas Territory and the Fight for Statehood

Social Studies – 6 – 8 (U.S. History, Arkansas History, World History, Civics, etc.);
English Language Arts; Geography
This lesson explores the process of Arkansas Territory becoming a state through the use of
primary and secondary sources. Students will read newspaper articles and pamphlet excerpts to
understand the political issues surrounding Arkansas becoming a state in 1836. A list of various
activities related to original primary and secondary resources allows teachers the flexibility to
choose parts of this lesson plan to use and adapt as needed.
Essential Question:
What were the factors that went into Arkansas becoming a state?
Common Core State Standards:
CCRA.R.1, 4, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10; CCRA.W.2, 7, 8, 9, 10; CCRA.SL.1, 2, 4; CCRA.R.1, 7, 8, 9, 10; CCRA.R.A;
CCRA.W.7; CCRA.SL.1, 4; CCRA.R.1, 2, 3, 4, 7, 9; CCRA.W.2, 7, 9; CCRA.SL.1, 2, 4
Arkansas Department of Education Curriculum Frameworks:
Era4.1.8.2; Era4.1.8.3; Era4.1.8.5; H.7.AH.7-8.2; Era.2.2.AH.9-12.2; Era2.2.AH.9-12.3
C3 Alignment:
D2.Geo.2, 4, 6.6-8; D2.His.1, 10, 11, 14, 16.6-8; D2.Geo.2, 5, 7.6-8; D2.Civ.2, 5, 10, 12, 13.6-8;
D2Geo.5.6-8; D2.His.1.6-8; D2.Civ.9.6-8; D2.Geo.2.6-8; D2.His.3, 4, 5, 14, 15.6-8; D2.His.1, 14.912; D2.Civ.1, 6.9-12; D2.Eco.1.9-12; D2.Geo.2, 5, 7.9-12; D2.His.1, 14.9-12; D2.Civ.5, 11, 13.9-12;
D2.Geo.2.9-12; D2.His.1, 3.9-12
Possible literature resources related to the lesson plan: The Land by Mildred D. Taylor (2001);
On Viney’s Mountain by Joan Donaldson (2009); A Long Way from Home by Connie Briscoe
(2000); Promises to the Dead by Mary Downing Hahn (2000); A Lantern in Her Hand by Bess
Streeter Aldrich (1928); New Found Land by Allan Wolf (2004); True Grit by Charles Portis (1968)
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Arkansas Statehood Vocabulary
Apportionment
William Fulton
Pocket Veto

Benjamin Desha
Michigan Territory
Ambrose H. Sevier

Constitutional Convention
C.F.M. Nolan

Apportionment – The manner in which state representatives are designated based on population
figures.
Benjamin Desha – Candidate for Territorial Delegate to the United States Congress. He opposed
statehood and lost the 1831 race to Ambrose H. Sevier who supported statehood.
Constitutional Convention – Convention convened on January 4, 1836, to form Arkansas’s first
state constitution. Federal law required that a territory that wished to become a state had to
form a constitution for approval before becoming a state.
William Fulton – Arkansas’s last Territorial Governor. He opposed statehood and refused to sign
the bill convening a constitutional convention in 1835.
Michigan Territory – Territory that applied for statehood in 1835 leading many Arkansans to urge
that Arkansas also try to become a state.
C.F.M. Noland – Special messenger from the 1836 Constitutional Convention to take the new
constitution to Washington D.C. to be approved by the U.S. Congress.
Pocket Veto – A legislative procedure whereby the governor or president refuses to sign a bill or
reject it. After a certain amount of time, the bill becomes a law without the executive’s signature.
Ambrose H. Sevier – Arkansas Territorial Delegate to the United States Congress. He supported
statehood and introduced the first bill to hold a territorial census.
Background Information:
On June 15, 1836, Arkansas became the 35th state of the Union. Since then, many historians have
debated whether or not Arkansas was premature in becoming a state. Many historians have
argued that Arkansas was not developed enough financially or politically to be self-sufficient. On
the other hand, some argue that Arkansas became a state at the right time. If Arkansas had
waited, they argue, it might have squandered its chance when Michigan applied for statehood.
Nevertheless, the struggle for statehood was a long process.
Arkansas’s Territorial government was largely inactive. Its main duty seemed to be creating
counties, appointing officials, and raising a state militia. Many of the things that one would
expect of government, improvements to transportation, for instance, were administered by the
federal government. As a result, residents of the territory were taxed very lightly. Local issues
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were settled by local governmental bodies. Many complained that the lack of a strong
government on the territorial level and the local level meant that there was little improvement
to the poor transportation system in the state. Some also complained that they had little control
over the executive branch of the territorial government. The territorial governor was appointed
by the President of the United States and as a result residents of the territory had little control
over the decision made on that level. As a result, many critics of the government claimed that
the current system left the people of the territory in a perpetual state of subjection to the federal
government.
Life in the territory was primitive even by early 19th century standards. Most towns lacked banks
or reliable postal services. Health services were extremely limited if not non-existent. Residents
constantly complained about the unreliability of the mail system. Many of Arkansas’s pioneer
population began questioning whether they would be better off as a state or continuing as a
territory.
The statehood issue became one of the main issues of the election of 1830 for delegates to the
United States Congress. The candidates, Benjamin Desha and Ambrose Sevier, took entirely
different sides of the issue. Desha declared that if elected he would push statehood as soon as
the territory reached the number of citizens required. Sevier, on the other hand, urged caution,
saying that as long as the territory did not have the population needed that statehood was
premature. Sevier won the election, easily outpolling Desha.
By 1833, Sevier had changed his mind on the statehood issue. He introduced a bill asking for a
territorial census in order to see if the population had grown large enough for admission into the
Union as a state. While Congress debated the issue of allowing Arkansas Territory to perform a
census count, Michigan Territory asked Congress to admit it as a state. Southern politicians
worried that the balance of power might shift in the favor of anti-slavery states if more free states
were admitted than slave states. As a result, it became customary for two states to be admitted
at the same time, one slave and one free, in order to keep the balance between slave and free
states. Due to the slowness of sending messages back to Arkansas, Sevier quickly asked Congress
to admit Arkansas as a state before consulting any of his constituents.
The bill admitting Arkansas soon stalled in Congress. For the next three years, Arkansans around
the territory held statehood meetings where the citizens of the town or county debated the issue
and then presented their wishes to the territorial governor. Territorial Governor William S.
Fulton was against Arkansas becoming a state, thinking that it was premature. He hoped that
the people of Arkansas would wait until it developed more economically before attempting to
become a state. By October 1835, Fulton could no longer deny the popular support that
statehood had in the territory and agreed to allow the territory to move forwards with statehood.
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One of the first steps for a territory to become a state is to convene a constitutional convention
to form a constitution to govern the new state. At the end of 1835, the legislature passed a bill
allowing for a constitutional convention. Governor Fulton still opposed any move towards
statehood. He rejected the premise that Arkansas had the legal right to establish a constitution,
and used a “pocket veto,” a procedure where the governor would not sign the bill and not return
it to the legislature. After a certain amount of time, the bill becomes a law without the governor’s
signature. This procedure allows the governor to oppose a bill even though he knows it will pass
whether or not he does or does not sign the bill.
On January 4, 1836, Arkansas convened its constitutional convention. The convention was mostly
controversy free. The only issue that caused dispute was the question of apportionment in the
General Assembly. Delegates representing the northern and far western parts of the territory,
which had a majority of the white residents of the territory, wanted representation in the General
Assembly to be apportioned on the basis of free white citizens of the territory alone. This
angered delegates representing the southern and eastern parts of the territory where there were
many slaves. The southern and eastern delegates representing large slaveholding planters
wanted representation to be based on the entire population including slaves. Under the
southern and eastern plan for apportionment, the planter delegates would have more
representation in the General Assembly than would the residents of Arkansas’s hill country. This
resulted in a stalemate in the convention. The two sides eventually compromised, allowing the
planters to have a larger proportion of representatives in the First General Assembly while
making it mandatory to have a periodic reapportionment based on the population of white
residents. With the issue settled, the Convention completed its task and sent C.F.M. Noland to
Washington D.C. with the new constitution to be approved by the United States Congress. On
June 15, 1835, the United States Congress admitted Arkansas as the 35th state of the Union.
As a result, Arkansas became a state, leaving many historians to ponder whether Arkansas was
premature in becoming a state.
To learn more about Arkansas and Statehood, read the following Encyclopedia of Arkansas
History and Culture articles:
Ambrose Sevier
http://www.encyclopediaofarkansas.net/encyclopedia/entrydetail.aspx?search=1&entryID=1760
Louisiana Purchase through Early Statehood, 1803 through 1860
http://www.encyclopediaofarkansas.net/encyclopedia/entry-detail.aspx?entryID=398
Robert Crittenden
http://www.encyclopediaofarkansas.net/encyclopedia/entry-detail.aspx?entryID=2270
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James Miller
http://www.encyclopediaofarkansas.net/encyclopedia/entry-detail.aspx?entryID=2872
George Izard
http://www.encyclopediaofarkansas.net/encyclopedia/entry-detail.aspx?entryID=3662
Arkansas Politics and Government
http://www.encyclopediaofarkansas.net/encyclopedia/entry-detail.aspx?entryID=394
Arkansas Constitutions
http://www.encyclopediaofarkansas.net/encyclopedia/entry-detail.aspx?entryID=2246
Slavery
http://www.encyclopediaofarkansas.net/encyclopedia/entry-detail.aspx?entryID=1275
John Pope
http://www.encyclopediaofarkansas.net/encyclopedia/entry-detail.aspx?entryID=318
William Fulton
http://www.encyclopediaofarkansas.net/encyclopedia/entry-detail.aspx?entryID=2653
The Arkansas Gazette
http://www.encyclopediaofarkansas.net/encyclopedia/entry-detail.aspx?entryID=2344
Activities
Activity 1. Analyze Walter Lemke Drawings and produce your own Lemke style drawing about
Arkansas statehood
1. Have students analyze some drawings made by newspaper artist Walter Lemke.
Examples can be found by visiting:
Walter Lemke Drawings
Portraits of some of the people important to the story of statehood can be found online:
Ambrose H. Sevier
William S. Fulton
Robert Crittenden
2. Have students draw their own Lemke style drawings based on Arkansas statehood.
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Activity 2. Analyze the arguments in an editorial from the Arkansas Times in 1835 opposing
statehood
1. Have students read the editorial from the Arkansas Times from June 6, 1835.
2. In the article, the author lists a number of arguments those wanting statehood are
supporting. What are those reasons?
3. How does the author argue against those reasons?
4. Have the students read the editorial from the Arkansas Gazette from January 21, 1835.
5. What arguments does the author make in supporting statehood?
6. Have the students each write a 1-2 page essay analyzing the arguments in each article.
Which argument does the student find most convincing? Why?
Activity 3. Analyze the 1836 Census
1. Distribute to students the Census of Arkansas from March 3, 1836 and the 1851 map of
Arkansas.
Have students analyze the population figures on the census and compare the figures with
the locations on the map. Where are most people located in the state in 1836? What
kind of terrain is in that region?
2. In the 1836 Constitutional Convention, there was a controversy where slave owning
planters in the southern regions of the state wanted to count their slave population in the
apportionment of the General Assembly. Why would they want to count their slaves?
How did those in the more populated regions in the northern part of the state react to
that proposal?
Activity 4. Analyzing the slavery issue in statehood
1. Have students read the editorial, “State Government and the Slave Question,” in the
Arkansas Gazette from March 31, 1835.
2. What arguments regarding slavery does the author make in the editorial?
3. What fears does the author have regarding slavery have if Arkansas does not become a
state in the near future?
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Other Resources on the struggle for Arkansas’s statehood
Teach US History.org:
http://www.teachushistory.org/
Essays and lesson plans about American in the 19th from reproductions of material from
American Antiquarian Society and Old Sturbridge Village.
“The Price of Freedom: Americans at War,” Smithsonian National Museum of American History”:
http://amhistory.si.edu/militaryhistory/exhibition/flash.html
Online exhibit from the Smithsonian Institution on armed conflicts in American history
“Early 19th Century U.S. Music,” video on C-Span:
http://www.c-span.org/video/?93886-1/early-19th-century-us-music

This lesson is funded in part by the Arkansas Humanities Council.
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